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The Possibility of Poetry: A Preface 
 
I was a writer before I started writing. In my mind, in secret, anyway. 
My parents read to me regularly as a child. Surely it began before I could understand 
even the simplest story, but I fondly recall being read to every night. Before I could read, I 
enjoyed hearing the same children’s stories night after night, such as The Tale of Rabbit and 
Coyote, Anansi and the Moss-Covered Rock, and The Story About Ping. As my reading skills 
developed during elementary school, however, I began favoring chapter books such as Harry 
Potter, frequently pulling out my flashlight the moment my mother or father left the room so I 
could read past my bedtime. As is the case with many writers, it was a short step from my love 
for reading to my love for writing. All the stories I loved had to have been written, so why not 
write my own stories about what I liked, or imagined, or read? I did not sit down one day and 
suddenly decide to be a writer, but the idea rooted itself in my mind. I started to consider myself 
a writer, though I knew I should not proclaim that title until I had the writing to show for it. 
For years, I never finished a single work. I did not want to ruin my pieces by penning 
them before I could fully realize all their possibilities. Moreover, I feared the attempt because if I 
failed, I might discover I was not a writer after all, or never could be. Eventually, of course, I 
took a chance on poetry, inspired by the poetry of Wallace Stevens and Robert Frost I had read 
in my first American literature class, but I never forgot the raw potential writing possesses, nor 
how it had paralyzed me for close to a decade. 
Now I embrace possibility. At least, I aim to embrace it. When it comes to individual 
poems, naturally sacrifices must be made. A poem can be anything, do anything—until I put the 
first word down. Every choice I make in a poem necessarily limits its possibilities until 
sometimes I hardly recognize it anymore. The process can be just as discouraging and paralyzing 
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as during my childhood, but I have to insist on trying to write. Although I fear everything a 
specific poem might fail to do—especially when there are so many possibilities—I fear more 
everything I will fail to do as a poet if I never write. Even if I write hundreds of poems that fail 
or spend years writing poems that fail, it will be worth it if I eventually succeed, and I cannot 
succeed if I do not write. Now I see that I did not fully become a writer until I began to write, 
and I will not remain a writer unless I keep writing. 
When it comes to style and form, however, my poetry enjoys relative freedom. I hope to 
follow the example of Mary Jo Bang, for instance, who writes a wide variety of poetry. In the 
past few years, Bang shifted from writing the autobiographical, meditative lyrics of Elegy, a 
collection about her son’s death, to the less autobiographical, more philosophical poems of her 
abecedarian, The Bride of E. My refusal to conform to or to ban any kind of writing from my 
work defines my identity as a poet. 
In my undergraduate years and during the start of my graduate degree, I wrote dramatic 
monologues and persona poems. Not exclusively, but primarily. As a young, white woman from 
an emotionally stable and financially secure upbringing in the Midwest, poetry from my own life 
seemed neither interesting nor important. I preferred to explore the perspective of a veteran who 
fought in the Iraq War or a murderer on death row. From a young age, I loved creating 
characters, such as my imaginary friend, Mystery, who looked like George Washington and 
worked as a butler. My dramatic monologues capitalize on that passion. The possibility to escape 
the narrowness of my own young, uneventful life through dramatic monologues thrilled me. 
In fact, Ai’s poetry has influenced my poems more than any other poetry to date. That 
may change, but for three or four years now, I have turned first and foremost to Cruelty, Ai’s 
first collection, for its models of dramatic monologues. Her razor-sharp, concise, empathetic 
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poems about violence and sex exemplify what I aspire to in my own dramatic monologues. In 
“Possessions,” for example, an impressively short, nine-line poem, Ai manages to make both the 
speaker of the poem and the partner this speaker addresses at once vulnerable and vicious. At 
first, they keep their hands to themselves, but then they betray the violence and violation born 
from this unhappy union. The speaker “slice[s] through the right wing” of the hen she just held 
close, much in the same way she cheats on the partner who remains close, “wait[ing] for [him] to 
ask [her] how it was with the other man” (27). Meanwhile, though her partner must know his 
advances are unwanted, “[his] mouth is on [her] arm.” In the end, however, readers like myself 
cannot help but empathize with them both: the man who has lost the love, care, and respect of his 
partner, and the woman who has lost control of her body. The loss and desperation expressed in 
the Cruelty poems stir an empathy I find necessary for dramatic monologues to succeed. 
By revisiting dramatic monologues from the beginning of my graduate degree, however, I 
have discovered I struggle with the dramatic monologue more than with any other form during 
revision. Undoubtedly, this struggle results from that empathy, from immersion, from the almost 
obsessive act of imagining required by the dramatic monologue and the difficulty I experience 
re-entering the space of the other. To compose a dramatic monologue means something about 
that speaker makes me gravitate toward her to want to live inside that person. I have to 
understand how my speaker’s past has influenced her, know what she thinks, and predict how 
she feels or acts when faced with whatever situation I create. In a sense, I have to become that 
person—at least for long enough that my speaker can express or justify a belief, action, or 
reaction that anchors her in the particular moment of the poem. Sometimes, as in “Hollered at by 
Men,” the argument my speaker makes based on his experiences will become more central than a 
pure character study of that speaker. 
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Often, I must reconcile my identification with these speakers and the distinct 
differences—moral, ethical, or ideological—between my speakers and myself. While each 
speaker is a part of me, our differences are critical to the form. According to Glennis Byron in 
Dramatic Monologues, “from the start the speaker of the dramatic monologue has been 
distinguished from the figure of the poet” (11). Not only are our differences obvious to me as the 
author of the poem, but, Byron explains, “[w]ith the dramatic monologue . . . there are, to 
varying degrees, always signals that [readers] should not conflate poet with speaker” (13). I 
might try to highlight a speaker’s weaknesses or vulnerabilities, for instance, even as he tries to 
exude strength. In “Beast,” I employ short, stunted lines and strophes devoid of capital letters, as 
well as abrupt and tentative syntax in the beginning—especially the first sentence—to convey 
“how fragile” my speaker is despite his “roar.” I hope to continue refining such “signals” in my 
dramatic monologues as I work within this form. 
A year or two ago, I suddenly felt compelled to read poetry written by women and to 
write poetry as a young woman—as myself. While the dramatic monologue remains a significant 
part of my poetry, I have also tried to cultivate other techniques. At first, I shifted from dramatic 
monologues to imagistic poetry. This permitted me to focus less on a poem’s speaker. As such, 
human relationships received less attention while nature began to assume an increasingly 
important role. I still needed to convey a narrative at times, as well as something akin to 
intention or emotion, but I was doing it through nature instead of through others’ voices, and 
through imagery primarily rather than through a persona. The poetry of H. D., in particular her 
early poems, “Garden,” “Sea Rose,” “Sea Poppies,” and “Sea Iris,” became a new guide as I 
attempted my “[d]irect treatment of the ‘thing’” (95), to cite the imagist doctrine of Ezra Pound. 
As I wrote “Bougainvillea,” for instance, I took note of how H. D. keeps short, precise lines and 
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strophes and breaks up poems such as “Garden” or “Sea Iris” into distinct parts where these 
poems shift focus. This technique encouraged me to highlight clear imagery in “Bougainvillea” 
with simplified syntax and organization. “Garden” especially inspired my decision to address my 
subject and describe its behavior through precise images and a clipped, almost fragmented 
rhythm: “ . . . Pressing / against my eyes, you’d // squeeze into the soft // sclera, knowing I could 
not / close my lids to you.” Even in other kinds of poems, I can apply the same lessons of 
concision, imagery, and nature that I learned from imagistic poetry. 
 More recently, confessional poetry has gained my attention. In the final poem of this 
manuscript, “Elegy for My Uncle,” I try to speak as myself about the death of my family 
member. By writing “Elegy” and other personal poems, I have found, to my surprise, that 
dramatic monologues and confessional poems are two sides of the same coin. Narratives and 
speakers return to me in confessional poems, for instance, but now I am the speaker—or might 
be the speaker, could be the speaker—as I attempt to work through struggles and losses from my 
own life. In dramatic monologues, the speaker is distinct from the poet; in confessional poems, 
the speaker distinctly is the poet, as much as a speaker can be. But how are these distinctions to 
be made? For whom are they made, and why? Can we not “contradict” ourselves like Whitman’s 
speaker in “Song of Myself”? Are we not “large,” do we not “contain multitudes” that make 
these distinctions irrelevant? Does all poetry not fictionalize to some extent? Does all poetry not 
simultaneously seek to reveal truths? Confessional poetry is still new to me as a writer, and I 
have questions to ask my predecessors. As prominent, female confessional poets, Sylvia Plath, 
Anne Sexton, and Adrienne Rich all contribute to these conversations, but lately I have been 
looking to Sharon Olds for guidance, especially as I re-read Stag’s Leap. 
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 I ask Olds, for instance, how I might signal that a poem is confessional if I determine that 
it is indeed necessary to differentiate between dramatic monologues and confessional poems. Her 
answer arrives, in part, when I turn to “The Flurry,” one of the first poems in Stag’s Leap, her 
collection that chronicles the breakdown and dissolution of a marriage. “The Flurry” begins: 
“When we talk about when to tell the kids, / we are so together, so concentrated,” Olds writes 
with the presupposition of familiarity with the situation of the poem. Next, when the speaker and 
her husband interact, I note the immediacy of the gesture, “taking my wrist,” as it interrupts the 
dialogue: “I mutter, ‘I feel like a killer.’ ‘I’m / the killer’—taking my wrist—he says.” 
Something in the speaker of “The Flurry” I can reconcile with Olds herself, at least to the extent 
of her social and biographical context in 1997. Although inevitably there are distinctions 
between Olds the poet and Olds the speaker—distinctions that allow the poet to manipulate or 
fictionalize her speaker for effect—it seems to me that such distinctions are greater in dramatic 
monologues, where at least part of the poet is further removed from the speaker in identity, 
ideology, or intent. Although I still wonder about the separation, or lack thereof, between 
dramatic monologues and confessional poems, I keep Olds’ expert example in mind when 
writing poems from my own perspective. 
 In “Elegy for My Uncle,” for example, I attempt to adopt the technique I saw in “The 
Flurry” by assuming familiarity with the situation of the poem and offering no overt perspective 
outside the speaker’s that would indicate a significant distinction between poet and speaker. 
“You wash dishes / in the last photo / taken of you,” I write in the first stanza, referring to a 
document (the photo) but also taking a note from Plath’s “Daddy” and other monologues by 
addressing my uncle directly. I also try to minimize the distinction between poet and speaker in 
this poem by conveying that my speaker is aware, for instance, of the comparison between her 
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uncle smiling (as he washes dishes in the photo) and herself “[c]arefully sponging [his dishes], 
no // smile.” Whereas in a dramatic monologue I might try to use a speaker’s words for an effect 
he did not intend—perhaps to reveal information he does not want to admit, or feelings he is not 
aware of, or hypocrisy or faulty logic that undermines his point—in a confessional poem, I often 
attempt to align my speakers’ words more closely with myself. While all my poems align with 
myself to some extent, I must reconcile two different parts of myself in dramatic monologues. 
Although I am still learning how best to write each kind of poem, I hope to try out 
everything I can. In New Rust, I test out all of the possibilities discussed in this preface: dramatic 
monologues, imagist poems, confessional poems, and more. As I have worked on this 
manuscript, however, I have discovered even more about these forms and the possibilities they 
contained through revision. I always hope to perfect my poems—to write them, revise them, set 
them aside while I gain the skills necessary to see them through, and then revise them again until 
I am confident, from my interpretation of the poems and others’ interpretations, that they achieve 
everything I set out for them to achieve. Perfect or not, next comes the challenge of letting some 
poems go so I can begin publishing and sharing them, learning from mistakes I made with them, 
and turning my attention to new possibilities in new poems. 
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Alight, red spores, on the pine 
whose limbs shoulder the sky: 
its arms can’t hold much longer. 
Even if you don’t 
suck the last moisture from its bark 
—its cracked skin— 
or cover its trunk in the white hairs 
of your mycelium, 
dry rot, time will do the rest. 
So don’t stop. 
Crumple the tree 
and pump fresh spores, red 
as new rust, across 






When I think of a landscape I am thinking of a time. 
 






Alone on the long lift 
to the summit, I imagine falling, 
falling, falling, so check 
first for loose clothing, 
no scarves to snag me, to hang 
me, then bend slightly 
at the knees. Relax the whole body, 
in fact. I leave skis fastened to fan 
my weight, absorb all impact, 
smash beneath my feet when I shatter 
the ground. 
 
A young yooper boy died here 
two, three years ago, skiing 
into the big sugar maple 
halfway down that green circle, 
Varying Hare Trail. You can’t miss 
that maple. 
 
Remember, Dad used to say, don’t go 
too quickly—you have to snowplough, 
and I saw myself rolling 
forward as white waves curled 
to my left, my right. If you can’t slow 
your body, drop it like a too heavy weight 
you should never have tried 
to hold. Easiest 
just to fall. 
 
Surrounded by the white 
of artificial snow, I remember. 
That boy. The warning. 
How it’s easiest just to fall, 
sail through air, my scarf’s ends 
two pine grosbeaks aloft 
beside my ears, irrupting 
southward this year, until 
I land and a sheet 
of icy spray splatters, 
rising, rising around 
my body, encasing me 
in a frozen tower of 
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light—oh, 
how might these skiers, 










You blurred the world— 










against my eyes, you’d 
 
squeeze into the soft 
 
sclera, knowing I could not 
close my lids to you. 
 
Pink and red, yellow 
 
and orange, next you’d sour 
my skin with citrus 
 
bracts and push past 
 





I could never escape 


















you had left 
my sight, 
 







so I had to 
choose: wait 
 
for my body 
 
to push you out, 






















Ask him how he knows. Nothing stops them, the ants that ring the hose’s cool pool, from 
drowning. So you cast gold light on my desk, lover. Why did I close the blackout curtains? 
 
I’ve taken to lighting candles. But he casts aside the papers, searches in a wide ring until he 
lights upon a photo—something to stop and start everything around it, maybe a volcano. Ever 
since, I stopped pooling our lighters. He heeds my expression, closes his fingers over the golden 
ring, and maybe—just maybe—he fingers the buried gold, lines his hand with obsidian until he 
scratches it. 
 
I’m going to bike to the lake, green gauze spread before me, and drink last year’s brew. 
 







What happened to those faces we saw as kids? 
Out in the woods 
behind Grandpa’s house we said 
they floated, less faces than masks, 
as hard and as white 
as our missing teeth. They chilled us 
colder than the autumn air, clung closer 
than the firewood scent in the mittens 
we pressed over our eyes, scrunched 
to see and not to see 
those spirits, those ghouls we knew 
would pursue us, without their bodies, 
from tree to tree. In silence they would turn us 
into ticking wind-up toys, into tops! 
 
We rushed back down the hill, 
slipping over the dead 
leaves past papa’s utility trailer 
to the shining house where 
our parents tucked us, syrupy 
from warmth, in our pajamas. 
 
But I never truly saw any of those faces 
except our own, cousins, speckled pink 
from the wind. I nearly could, 
our stories clear as our pilgrimages 
past the mulberries to the cooling tower, 
the dirt-floor shack a mile west, or 
the blue stars in the sky 
 
those nights. Winter whistles. 
The forest black now, I go inside alone, 
recite from a household book: 
Dutch elm, katsura, blue spruce, 
the faces, all our faces, lost, loose. 
 
17 







  marble— 
tiny 
  glass ball, 
 
cool 
  to the touch, 
at least three 
  colored clouds 
 
swirled 
  together— 
I rolled 
  over 
 
the pavement, 
  jumped 
bumps, 
  passed cracks 
 
manmade as well 
  as accidental. 
My mother’s 
  voice, 
 
Something terrible 
  has happened, 
a gust that dragged 
  me where 
 
gravity’s pull 
  hadn’t, across 
the level 
  sidewalk, moving 
 
forward 
  all I could do 
until 
  a man—gray 
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hair, eyes full 
  of infinite 
freckles— 
  called to me, 
 
Are things 
  all right? 
This new 
  draft spun 
 
me around, 
  around, 
around, at first 
  dizzying me 
 
but never 





A handful of 
many bro- 
ken stone chips, 
 
stowed away 
as lost sky 
pieces from 
 
















under a mid- 











shimmer, on the 
other side where 









up every ribbon 





turn, one beam’s 
heat rolling over 
my body toes 
first as I 










husks of my 
four living, 
aging grandparents? 
or that aunt 
who still doesn’t 
agree with 







uncle, who couldn’t 
believe I had 









I could always, 
always call, 















   Water— 
first, as colorless globule, 
then as bubble just pricked— 
     runs 
            down 
       my blushed 
   finger. 
 
      Oh what  to make 
of a hoodoo  in the bad 
      lands: 
       its protective dolomite 
           cap, 
the underlying 
 mudstone 
         cone,   standing 
 for years until 
    one day when 
       rain 
        can flush 
         and steal 
      piece     by 
                piece 
          its body? 
 
First, the swirled ridges 
   of my finger 
 print, 
 then, the bro 
  ken symmetry 
    of the six 
     arms of snow 
   flake 
 
        touched 
                       a 
                  moment 







when my eyes 
blear, 












pine, a couple 
of coyotes 
bound. most of all 
 
inside the cabin, 
your hand, just 
right under 
my cheek, tilts 
toward the black 
 
window we fog 
up as yellow 
lights pop 
pop pop there 
along the wall. 
 
then the yellow 
popcorn even 
the smaller 
yellow fire also 
pops. and later, 
 
you nose 
the small of 
my back, 
shivering once, 
me reading A Sand 
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the snow banks curl 
 
behind the unsplit logs, 
behind our glass 
milk bottle kept 
cold outdoors. 






and then a baby rabbit jumped out, 
 short-eared, to our surprise. 
 So soft!—a handful of intangible ash 
 with fixed, ignited eyes. 
 






Insects I had never killed 
 and gaps I’d never caulked 
  surely lured it to my home, 
 
that bat. Between the carved pumpkins 
 and Mars bars, it swooped. 
  My clean cry tore in 
 
half my laugh, my white-pursed lips. 
 What if I didn’t know 
  how to say no? A wing 
 
skimmed my cheek, 
 I smelled mango 
  on its breath. Bound 
 
by a string of lights, still 
 I couldn’t hide 
  how alone I was 
 
every midnight, bare 
 feet tucked close 
  by the couch cushions. 
 
Should’ve nabbed it, chunked it 
 with the red apples, 
then candied the pieces. 
 
Or should I have apologized 
 for turning it away 
without sharing my own 
 
goodies? How could I? 
 Out the front door, finally 
he fled, a green glint in his eyes 
 
that could have been my street sign. 
And yes, he could call back 







That afternoon, for the first time, 
I couldn’t stop bleeding. 
 
Each day for more than a fortnight 
he had swum to our docks, drawn 
 
by the bacon, too burnt, we’d toss 
into the black water, and then came 
 
his name. A young alligator, 
he carried only his scales 
 
and his late spring songs, his bellows 
like strokes across a washboard, loud 
 
as thunder cracking across the lake. 
Still, I couldn’t feel for certain 
 
whether the ripples in my reddened 
ring were water or muscle, 
 
so I fled. Even my blood 
puddings can’t bring him 
 
back now. Would that he 
took me, a Europa 
 
carried on his rigid spine, 
lashed by his armored tail, 
 
to sea, where I could sink 
my heart, posing it 
 








We had but one cow, 
white-backed and brown, 
and yes, our dear cow died 
by her plough, slumped down 
 
out there in the green lea, 
and maybe—could it be?— 
beat to death by our men’s switches, 
her blood spilling free 
 
as her milk once. Back home 
making stitches and combs, 
of course, we didn’t rightly see 
whatever happened in the brome 
 
to our sweet cow; nor did we see 
her butter, pure ivory; 
the twitch of her silk ear, her wink 
to us here when she 
 
in a hump must have slumped 
down; nor her milk found 
anymore to sweeten our harsh tea. 







tenderly grips your left foot, 
quickly slick, 
  then pops 
 
& drains the blisters billowing 
 from your sole, even as you cry out, 
  screaming your hurt 
 
as before—when you, 
 trapped that day by the man 
  camouflaged in green, Love’s 
 
imposter, fell prey 
 to Abuse, a rampaging 
  beast with Nordic fur— 
 
how since then it scares you 
 to be held 
  down, & you need 
 
to sit up, slip out 
 of the room, or close your eyes 
  & not move, not even breathe, if 
 







Has he gotten this fat 
off my bird seed? 
Big-bellied, almost certainly 
a male, though coloring 
differs little between the males 
and the females, Sir Turtledove 
struts within a two-foot circle, 
always, of my bird feeder. 
 
He doesn’t even rise 
to the perch for food, instead 
tips back his head while others 
spill the seed, his beak agape 
as children’s mouths in winter 
when the snow at last descends 
earthward from a gray sky. 
Have I made it too easy for him? 
 
Suddenly, he squawks 
and barrels after another bird. 
Should I intervene? Throw open my window 
and curse? Like a good Samaritan, hurl 
myself into the mix? 
Am I bystander or accessory 
 
to his braggart crimes? Ms. Finch, 
meanwhile, skitters by 
like a skipped stone cast 
by His Lordship, 
who, with her now 
safely out of sight, 
hoards whatever 









Life runs through 
cherries, through pale 
deer bellies—a doe 
guiding her fawn, 
spindle-legged, 
as she roams 





If you think 
of it, the deep sea 
octopus fans crabs 
and shrimps 









A woman tells me: 
we can grow 
life in our 
bellies, milk 




Right now, she says, 
we’re red, dear, 
when we give 
birth, red when 
we don’t. It’s all 
a gift. Just try 
and stop it, sop it 
up; you’ll wring 
32 
your red, your richest 
dye, in a basin 
until it pales 









 while I populate earth 
  with apples 
for you, dear pup, 
 and cherry tomatoes, 
  green beans. 
Stay where 
 you are, then when 
  I command it, lie down. 
My feet glow 
 against the kitchen tiles. 
 
What if the table and chair 
 danced at my words? 
  After all, 
heat shakes entire airplanes, 
 and water 
  can sever a 
head from its body. 
 No, of course 
  not, illusion 
all this, too, and still not 
 enough. Once my dog 
and I curl into 
a nap and 
she tastes the salt 
  on my cheeks, 
my voice thins 
as I whisper. 
 
She looks up— 
 the whites of her eyes eclipsed 
  by amber, 
something sealed 
inside. I stare 
 into my own face, 
elongated in her eyes— 
then 
  in deference 







When she swallowed 
the balled paper wrapper 
 
a globe so polluted so 
toxic she dropped and 
 
snoozed until an ancient hour 
then she fell from her mottled fur 
 
that housed the louse 
that had hitched from across 
 
the sea that had hitched 
under her belly and 
 
by now could have drunk dry our 
home had she not stolen 
 
the wrapper so soon 
I collapsed and I swore 
 
I would observe more 
around me such as 
 
the sun’s trajectory most 
days and strangers’ eyes 
 
here and now while my dog 
by toxic globes would lope 
 
on the road and show 






I’ll pull, you push, we’ll tear each other in half. 
 
—Ai, “Twenty-Year Marriage” 
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When you girls roll up in a silver sedan—no scratches, 
a sweet sixteen gift from Mom and Dad, no doubt— 
can’t you tell I’m just walking home from the job? 
In my work boots and dirty clothes, you say I’m fine. 
You titter and honk, little goslings. I am fine, I know 
I’m fine. Right then, any guy’d feel like a big man, so I don’t 
 
understand why women hate being hollered at by men 
through the windows of moving cars. A hound, too, 
out the car window sticks his head into whatever gusts 
through his fur—his hackles. Drooling. And golden balls, 
you know, of ragweed puff out to sea without more than 
a sneeze anywhere, god bless you. But you see, 
 
on the bus and sitting beside another guy, I glanced down and saw 
how he had peeled back his freckly potato skin to expose 
that bright lump of flesh in his lap. Okay, so I fumbled 
for a seatbelt too tight across my lap and found nothing 
there, but he got off at the next stop. He wanted what they— 
what we—all want when lust, like tears, stings our eyes 
till it’s released. And now I must feel flattered but no 







I say you’re 
a drinking 
glass I can see 
 
straight through. 
I know we just met, 
girl, but I haven’t 
 
found a single 
scratch, nothing 
clouded. And inside— 
 
don’t deny it— 
you’re all wet 
as I lift you 
 
to my mouth, no 
whine coming 
from you now. 
 
Never mind 
the foot or lip, even. 
Afterward, I prefer 
 
only a thick exterior 
like yours 
I can crack. You want 
 
to stay whole, no one 
keeps chipped cups, but 
being broken makes us 
 
stronger, so nice 
and sharp, you might 
cut me. Don’t worry 
 
who will clean up 
the mess. I’ll leave you 







eight years old, you say it’s young, 
but in the country—the wild— 
it’s different for a boy, different 
for me. even cubs twist 
their heads when a lioness saunters by, 
but they look at themselves 
growing their coarse hairs, bushy manes. 
so i wasn’t too young, 
 
but the girls i knew, how fragile, 
those kittens. third grade 
too young for them to play 
rough. and me? my lioness helped 
toughen me up, turned my whining 
into a roar. now i’m a beast, 
 
and none of you can prick 
my paws. i’m the best, 
i’ve learned not to care what 
you, what any of you want. i 
want to roar, i want to bite. 
i want to take you down. 
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Tonight, for example, in my dorm room 
under my stained comforter I will shut 
my eyes. Instead of you, from black velvet 
 
I’ll conjure an old crush of mine, 
the one with dirty blonde hair who, 
in high school, wouldn’t hold my hand 
 
but linked arms with me in school hallways 
and once measured the circumference 
of my thigh with just his fingers. 
 
Eyes still closed, I’ll imagine it’s spring 
break. He’ll drop by our hometown 
same as I will, eager 
 
to unearth me, the first stone 
he’ll find in this place, my 
texture, my taste, to know 
 
all night on his tongue— 
because, you see, baby, 
I can’t think about you. 
 
No. Though you’re the obvious 
choice, what then if you don’t 
think about me? That might just 
 
wet my lips enough 
for your chill 
to ice them. 
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Of course, the forest: 
 you’re married, 
 
you and she, 
to what’s green, 
 
royal palms tipped 
 toward sky, 
 
brushing off rain clouds. 
 You’ve exchanged rings, 
 
which slip easily on 
and off, but 
 
if you divorce 
yourself a moment from a 
 
cross-section you slice 
from your trunk, you’ll find 
 










Watch for distrust. 
Watch for a garage door, slowly closing. Both bodies turned on. 
Where is comfort there is complacency. I know it to be true. 
Rather, I know it by rote. 
Your pupils, each like the black silhouette of the Moon 
as it eclipses the Sun and draws me 
to the radiant corona surrounding it, swell 
—rather, subside. 
On the right day at the wrong time, I wet my big toe. 
 
I miss our raincoats in the closet, both billed hoods dripping. 
Shoes, yours, piled onto mine. 
Late at night, the smell of your breath mild as a banana’s 
when I roll over in the middle of a dream. You, asleep, beside me. 
How day breaks. 
 
The leaves aren’t green, the dead air’s not breathed. 
You can break your amygdala—or amygdule—for all I care. 
 
Please don’t open that front door. 
Don’t taste that breeze. 
I want day to break. 
Watch: you, a songbird, startled by its reflection. 
You, singing another’s song. 










After Pride and Prejudice, Chapter XXXIV 
 
 
Impossible to conquer, pride— 
a strength he had found, 
a desert agitated and clouded— 
pride all he felt and had long felt. 
 
Pale with anger, resentment 
seemed to catch Mr. Darcy 
leaning against 
the mantelpiece with his eyes 
fixed on her, the disturbance 
of his mind. His lips, a desert, 
would not open, 
yet he was struggling. 
 
In an agitated manner, love 
—those spirits—fluttered. 
And compassion, a colour 
scarcely ever clouded. 
Cheerfulness, the sound 
of the door bell. All he felt 
and had long felt for her 
yet to be detailed. He spoke well, 






After The Great Gatsby, Chapter IV 
 
 
Old sport, I have consented 
to the sad thing that happened to me. 
I tried very hard to tell God’s truth 
but I couldn’t advance, so now I tell 
 
all these stories you hear. 
What’s your opinion of me, anyhow? Look here, 
you’re having lunch with me today. No, 
this afternoon. I didn’t want you trying to forget. 
 
And I’ll tell you God’s truth. You see, 
among strangers I find myself—wealthy people. 
My family all died, and then the war: 
a great relief. You hear it’s pretty, 
 
old sport. Well, I tried very hard 
to die but seemed to carry 
an enchanted life. I accepted 
the two days and two nights 
 
in the Argonne, hundred and thirty men, 
sixteen Lewis guns. Accepted piles 
of dead. (The infantry found three 
German divisions.) Accepted 
 
their decoration, the wrong idea of me, 
something very sad that happened. 
I’d tried very hard to die. My family 
all died, a family tradition. 
 
But here’s another sad thing 
I always carry: 
an idea of me, a nobody 
among strangers as I drift, 
 
collecting jewels, hunting big 
game, painting little 






Jr & Sr 
Inspired by Jillian Weise’s “Future Biometrics” 
 
 
The body I used 
to call Sr, my donor, 
 
sustained damages 
today, or so they say 
 
Its limbs, strike-anywhere 
matchsticks, snapped 
 
& blackened on Highway 1001 
in a crumpling heap of red 
 
& silver metal 
But genetically it remains 
 
sound as a triangle 
Its Jr, I become Sr, 
 
the beneficiary of only 








& you, my own Jr 
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. . . There’s a center 
To almost everything but never 
Any certainty. Nothing is 
More malleable than a moment. We were 
Only yesterday breathing in a sea. 
 
—Mary Jo Bang, “February Elegy” 
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You wash dishes 
in the last photo 
taken of you, 
 
discolored 
rag in hand, smile 
splitting open 
 
the rare moment. 
Setting your photo aside, 
I shiver now, glance 
 
out my kitchen window 
for the sign of a breeze 
that never arrives. 
 
At once, the place 
below my first vertebra 
tingles. I reach 
 
for the familiar 
bumps, red-orange 
salmon roe, still 
 
unbroken. You said 
you had them, too— 
last winter after 
 
a nasty bout of strep— 
not now, not again 
in mid-June and 
 
without the cough 
this time. From a box 
of your things, 
 
I pull out my selection 
of plates and bowls so 





Carefully sponging, no 
 
smile, I discover 
a dark strand of hair— 
yours—a fracture 
 
across an aqua plate. 
The bumps flare 
on my neck 
 
and the air seasons 
with my cells as 
my nails grate 
 
my prickled skin. 
As I rinse them all off— 
my fingers, your plate— 
 
cool water gorges 
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